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Political Climate, Discrimination,
and Mental Health: Understanding
Latino Youth Experience
During the 2016 Presidential Election
Jaime Booth

University of Pittsburgh

Christina Huerta

University of Pittsburgh
In the last presidential election, Latino populations were the target of
prejudicial language and discriminatory rhetoric. Experiences of discrimination may impact adolescent mental health, but little is known
about the impact of the election cycle on Latino youth perceptions of
discrimination and related emotional outcomes. The aim of this study
was to understand Latino youths’ experiences, emotional reactions, and
coping responses to discrimination surrounding the 2016 Presidential
election. To do this, this study employed a qualitative approach that engaged 30 Latino youth ages 8 to 16 years old from Latino-serving social
services agencies in the creation of art based on prompts, dialogue based
on that art, and the completion of a demographic survey at the beginning of the study period. Qualitative analysis of the dialogues revealed
that youth experienced direct peer discrimination that they attributed
to anti-immigrant and anti-Latino political rhetoric and their emotional responses included anger, sadness, and powerlessness. Youth utilized
coping responses to discrimination that included direct confrontation to
discrimination and utilizing their imagination to respond to discrimination. The results of this study suggest that youth perceived and were
impacted by discrimination resulting from anti-immigrant rhetoric that
was present during the 2016 presidential election.
Keywords: Latino youth, discrimination, political rhetoric
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One quarter of all youth in the United States are Latino and
will make up nearly one third of all youth in 2060 (Colby &
Ortman, 2015). Despite their growing numbers, Latino youth
frequently experience prejudice and discrimination associated with their ethnic “minority” status (Garcia-Coll et al., 1996),
experiences that are linked to substance use, depression, anxiety, and conduct disorders that can persist over time (Ayón
et al., 2010; Umaña-Taylor & Updegraff, 2007). Experiences of
prejudice, defined as rejection or unfair treatment based on an
individual’s group membership (Branscombe et al., 1999), can
be perceived and understood by youth as young as 6 years old
(Pauker et al., 2010). By adolescence, youth are capable of identifying both implicit and explicit forms of discrimination (Wong
et al., 2003). Prejudice can be experienced in interpersonal interactions but also may come from larger societal forces, such
as political rhetoric. These two sources of prejudice are often
related and mutually reinforcing (Carter, 2007). Therefore, it is
likely that the prejudicial and discriminatory statements made
by influential politicians could result in increased interpersonal
discrimination and could, in turn, impact the level of stress that
Latino youth experience. Despite this logical conclusion, very
few empirical studies have investigated the role of anti-Latino
political rhetoric on Latino youths’ experiences of discrimination and mental health and even fewer have sought to understand their coping responses to these experiences. To address
this gap, this study used qualitative analysis to examine Latino
youths’ perceptions of discrimination during the 2016 presidential election, their emotional responses, and strategies that may
have helped them cope with discrimination-related stress.
Anti-Immigrant Political Rhetoric
Throughout American history, policies designed to restrict
immigration have been accompanied by the criminalization of
immigrants by politicians and the media (Chavez, 2013). Immigration reform policies influence the public perception of immigrant populations and have been focused on Latin American
immigrants since the 1950s (Chavez, 2013). The importance of
politicians’ influence over American citizens’ perceptions of
immigration is highlighted by the fact that most Americans
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are inadequately educated on the topic and gain most of their
information from mass media (Scheve & Slaughter, 2001). The
construction of the terms “illegal” and “alien” have been utilized to associate immigrants with criminality and serve as
a mechanism to create public uneasiness and alarm (Chavez,
2013). Anti-immigrant discourse is rooted in threats posed to
the economic stability and wellbeing of citizens and provokes
fear and anxiety regarding the future of the country and individual welfare (Cervantes et al., 1995). Emotional reactions are a
key component of political judgment and can influence behavior (Marcus et al., 2000). Previous policies aiming to restrict access to services to immigrant populations—like Proposition 187
in California, which utilized an anti-immigrant platform specifically citing Latinos as an issue—resulted in intensified discrimination toward Latinos regardless of documentation status,
background, or generational status (Cervantes et al., 1995). The
heightened hostility toward Latinos was reflected in a variety
of settings and resulted in increased hate speech, crime, and reported victimizations of Latinos by law enforcement, as well as
housing, employment, and business discrimination (Cervantes
et al., 1995).
While rhetoric that demonizes others and places White
Americans in the role of moral superiority is not new to American politics, the rhetoric used in the 2016 presidential election
showed a pointed increase in discriminatory rhetoric against
Latinos, particularly against individuals who have migrated
across the Mexican border. In June of 2015, Donald Trump announced his presidential campaign; during his nationally aired
speech, he stated that Mexico was “sending people” who were
bringing drugs and crime into the country and made a blanket
statement about Mexican immigrants being rapists (C-SPAN,
2015). Throughout the election, Trump’s platform included plans
to build a wall on the southern border between Mexico and the
United States, and he frequently made statements highlighting
the need to deport immigrants for the betterment of Americans.
While this rhetoric consistently aimed at Mexicans and other
nationalities who were crossing the U.S.–Mexico border without documentation, the messages impacted Latinos of various
backgrounds and documentation statuses (Pew Hispanic Center, 2017).
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Fear of Deportation
Trump’s policies regarding the deportation of Latino immigrants should be considered particularly harmful to Latino youth
and their families due to the influence the rhetoric can have on
the self-isolation of Latinos. Political contexts and significant
events may have an impact on adolescents’ development because
they are increasingly becoming aware of their surroundings and
are actively forming their identities (Davis, 2004; Schuman &
Corning, 2011). The 2016 presidential election was an important
event in history, particularly for Latino youth and adolescents, as
the anti-immigrant and anti-Latino political rhetoric included in
Donald Trump’s proposed policies related to potential deportations that could result in familial separation. The fear of deportation of oneself or a family member has been shown to increase
anxiety and stress (Potochnick & Perreira, 2010). Consequently,
the increased stress and anxiety resulting from fear of deportation can influence Latino families to become more isolated and
prevent them from attaining medical and mental health services,
which can lead to an increase in disparities for this population
(Berk & Schur, 2001). Additionally, decreases in daily activities,
such as grocery shopping, have been associated with the fear of
deportation and immigration raids among Latinos (Capps et al.,
2007). Political rhetoric, therefore, not only impacts prejudicial
beliefs about Latinos, but also may serve to isolate them from important resources and social services.
Outcomes of Discrimination
There are many types of racial and ethnic discrimination,
including social exclusion, stigmatization, and threats of harm
(Brondolo et al., 2005). Minority group membership is associated with an increase in exposure to discrimination and social exclusion (Garcia-Coll et al., 1996). Racial and ethnic discrimination is considered a distinct stressor, as it requires an individual
to manage both emotional and practical demands (Brondolo et
al., 2008). Experiences of discrimination impact youths’ developmental outcomes and can result in low self-esteem, depression, emotional disturbances, sleep disturbances, and academic achievement (Levy et al., 2016). Latino youth who reported
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experiencing discrimination were eight times more likely to
experience symptoms of depression than Latino youth who
reported no past experiences of discrimination (Potochnick &
Perreira, 2010). Among Mexican American youth, discrimination was associated with an increase in daily life stress (Zeiders
et al., 2012). Exposure to discrimination can have effects on educational outcomes, with youth who reported more community
discrimination also reporting a low sense of belonging in academic environments (Brown & Chu, 2012).
Reactions to Discrimination
Due to the prevalence of experiences of discrimination
amongst Latino youth and the reported increase in bullying behaviors directed toward Latino youth since the 2016 election, it
is important to identify and acknowledge coping strategies utilized in response to race- and ethnicity-related stressors (Rogers et al., 2017). Experiences of discrimination have been linked
to distinct patterns of emotional responses such as anger, fear,
powerlessness, disappointment, sadness, and anxiety (Broudy
et al., 2007; Carter, 2007). Mellor’s (2004) proposed framework
for understanding coping resulting from racial/ethnic discrimination focuses on the emotional responses resulting from
these experiences and the unique purposes they serve for the
individual. Mellor asserted that there are three general types of
responses. The first approach is defensive (protecting the self)
and can be expressed through accepting the existence of racism and discrimination. Responses using this approach include
avoidance of situations in which one could be exposed to these
stressors, reinterpreting the experience to make coping easier,
utilizing social supports to aid with coping, denial of one’s ethnic or racial identity, and attempting to disprove the perceived
inferiority of their group through high achievement. Per Mellor,
emotions such as denial and acceptance are utilized as protection from distress (2004).
The second approach is controlled (self-control) and is expressed through ignoring the presence of racism or discrimination or using one’s imagination to explore responses, rather than verbally or physically responding. The controlled
approach is considered to be an adaptive response as it protects
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the individual experiencing discrimination. The third approach is confrontational (confronting the racism) and can be
expressed through providing education to the perpetrator in
hopes of changing their behavior, disputing the racism, asserting one’s racial/ethnic identity, utilizing authorities as supports
to address the situation, or seeking revenge on the perpetrator
(Mellor et al., 2009). In this coping response, anger and assertiveness are utilized to mediate and combat discriminatory acts
(Mellor, 2004). Anger and confrontational coping are seen as
serving two purposes for the individual experiencing discrimination. First, it can serve as motivation for the perpetrator to
change their discriminatory behavior (Swim et al., 2003). Additionally, it provides an emotional outlet for the individual’s
anger. While patterns of emotional responses and the functions
these emotions serve have been noted in research, no research
has examined the emotional responses of Latino youth to experiences of discrimination related to the political climate before,
during, and following the 2016 presidential election.
Current Study
Little research has explored the experience of discrimination among Latino youth in relation to anti-Latino political
rhetoric. Additionally, while associations between discrimination and mental health concerns have been fairly consistent, less
research has focused on the emotional responses of the perception of discrimination as it relates to political rhetoric and policies targeting specific ethnic groups. To address this research
gap, this study utilized a qualitative approach to answer the
following research questions:
1) How did youth understand and experience discrimination related to anti-immigrant political rhetoric during
the 2016 presidential election?
2) What were Latino youths’ emotional reactions to the
messages that they perceived?
3) How did Latino youth cope with perceptions of discrimination during the 2016 presidential election?
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Methods
To answer these research questions, we analyzed group discussion data that were collected as part of a larger study designed
to understand Latino youths’ ethnic identity and experience of
acculturation stress. Once IRB approval was obtained, youth
were recruited from two Latino-serving social service organizations in a city in Western Pennsylvania to participate in six
sessions of Visual Voices, a method of data collection that utilizes paintings and discussions to elicit youths’ lived experiences
(Yonas et al., 2013). Data were collected in two separate sets of
sessions; one took place from October to December in 2016 (n =
14) and the other took place in April of 2017 (n = 16). In both sets
of sessions, participants were divided into two groups of 5 to 8
youth based on age and developmental stage, with a younger
group derived of ages 7 to 11 (n = 14) and the older group of ages
12 to 16 (n = 16). There were no significant differences among
groups regarding age, socioeconomic status, or length of time
living in the United States.
In all sessions, youth were allotted 45 minutes to paint and
then participated in a 45 minute discussion about their paintings. Prompts were developed in collaboration with our community partners, in consultation with the designers of the Visual Voices data collection method, and were based on a review
of the literature of ethnic identity formation. Prompts were designed to be broad in order to encourage youth-directed subject matter. Eight bilingual facilitators were trained to allow the
discussion to flow and to probe for data on identity, stressors,
perceived discrimination, and mental health.
The first session of Visual Voices (1) consisted of facilitators
introducing youth to the program. Youth were asked to paint
in response to the first prompt: (2) “What are your hopes and
dreams for the future?” In the subsequent sessions, the youth
painted in response to the following prompts: (3) “What makes
you who you are?”; (4) “What does it mean to be Latino?”; (5)
“What are some of the challenges that you face?”; and (6) “What
changes would you like to see in the world?” During the discussion, youth were asked to explain their artwork and the
rest of the youth in the group were encouraged to engage in
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discussion around the paintings. The facilitators asked probing
questions and followed up for clarification. While the prompts
in this study were designed to engage youth in a reflection on
their ethnic identity, discussion of politics and political issues
surfaced frequently, despite being unsolicited by facilitators.
During the first session, youth were asked to vote and discuss
language preference for the discussions. The younger group
in the first round of data collection decided that the sessions
would be conducted primarily in Spanish. All other groups
chose to conduct discussions primarily in English, but all facilitators were bilingual, allowing youth the flexibility to use both
languages in all groups.
Analysis Strategy
Youth dialogues were tape recorded and transcribed, and
all transcriptions were uploaded to NVivo for qualitative data
management. Three research team members, including one bilingual team member, transcribed the discussions. Thematic
analysis (Boyatzis, 1998) was conducted to explore the conceptualization of discrimination and the resulting emotions and
coping strategies related to experiences of discrimination. Two
research team members discussed codes and analyzed the data
independently. Team members met at the conclusion of coding
and discussed and resolved any conflicting codes.

Results
Participants
The mean age of participants in this study was 11.43 years
old. The majority of youth identified as male (68.97%) and 31.03%
of participants reported being female. A little over one quarter
(28.57%) of the participants reported that they were immigrants
and had lived in the United States for under 5 years, and 57.14%
stated that they had lived in the U.S. their whole lives. One third
of participants reported that their mothers had been born in
Mexico, 26.67% of participants reported that their mothers were
born in Guatemala, 10% reported that their mothers were born
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in Puerto Rico, and the remaining reported that their mothers
were born in Ecuador, Columbia, Brazil, or the contiguous United States. It should be noted that pseudonyms were used in the
following sections to protect the youths’ identities.
Experiences of Discrimination
Youth were not prompted to discuss experiences of discrimination. However, youth frequently described these experiences during sessions. This discussion topic surfaced more often
in groups held before and just following the election, although
they were present in both sessions, and they were discussed
in both the older and younger groups. Youth specifically related many of these experiences to the presidential election and
ongoing political rhetoric about Latino Americans and immigrants. Youth seemed to be particularly concerned with the
division between Latinos and other Americans, both physical
(through discussions of building walls and deporting individuals) and through the anti-immigrant and anti-Latino political ideology spread during the election. This is seen in Figure
1 when a 13-year-old male (from the group held prior to the
election results, born in the United States, both parents born
in Mexico) discussed his feelings about the lack of perceived
equality among Latinos and other “Americans.” In response to
the prompt, “What does it mean to be Latino?”, he stated,
Victor: So, I wrote, “We are better, stronger, and smarter together”…I wrote that we should be treated equally, and that
Americans and Latinos should be together.
Facilitator: So, do you think that’s happening, though?
Victor: Kind of not.
Facilitator: How not?
Victor: Trump…I guess he’s kicking out illegal immigrants
and building a wall. It’s basically separating us, in a way…
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Figure 1. Participant’s painting response to the question, “What
does it mean to be Latino?”

Youth frequently expressed concerns regarding the potential backlash of anti-immigrant sentiment related to the immigration platform presented by Donald Trump during the
election. In response to the prompt, “What does it mean to be
Latino?”, a 14-year-old female (from the group that occurred
during the election, born in the contiguous United States, both
parents born in Ecuador) stated that she feared that American
citizens would be persuaded by Trump to separate themselves
from Latinos:
I think the fact that President Trump has said all about sending
immigrants back…since he’s a really influential person in the
U.S., more people will be influenced by his way of thinking,
and more people will think like that, and kind of, like, separate
themselves. I feel that the fact that Trump was elected really
made a change in people. Like, in school they felt the need to
say that it was an open place, that everyone was accepted, right
after he was elected. So, I think that the fact that they felt the
need to say that really says a lot…I was a bit worried because
they really shouldn’t really feel the need to say it with something that wouldn’t be said but it would be known.

Youth in the younger group seemed to be well informed
of the political climate related to immigrant and Latino issues.
Youth often described complex issues related to discrimination
in developmentally appropriate ways. Such understanding is
seen in the following excerpt, when a 9-year-old male from the
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session after the election (born in the contiguous United States,
both parents born in Colombia) described Donald Trump’s
feelings about undocumented immigrants in response to the
prompt, “What are your hopes and dreams?”
Miguel: I think Donald Trump is going to sue us…‘Cause you
know his problem with us. Let’s just say he doesn’t like us.
Facilitator: What doesn’t he like about us?
Miguel: He doesn’t like us living without documentation to
go to the United States. And people just need a better life,
and they think the United States is gonna be a good place to
live, but they don’t have enough money to travel, so they just
sneak in.

Younger youth also frequently expressed knowledge and fear
regarding Donald Trump’s statements about Latinos and building a wall. In response to the prompt, “What makes you who
you are?”, multiple youth from the younger group session that
occurred during the election began discussing qualities that
they admired in other people. From this discussion, these youth
transitioned to the following a conversation about the election:
Facilitator: What do you admire in other people?
Ivan: Donald Trump is rich, but he does bad things.
Samuel: He’s a very ugly and very stupid person.
Ivan: He does wrong with the Latinos. He bullies;
I heard that.
Facilitator: He bullies Latinos?
Samuel and Ivan: Yeah.
Felipe: He does.
Facilitator: So, you don’t like him because he’s
disrespectful of Latinos?
Samuel, Ivan, and Felipe: Yep, yes, yep.
Ivan: And he’s also racist!
Lucas: He is racist!!
Felipe: We have to deal with Donald Trump for eight
years…if he wins again.
Ivan: Donald Trump is going to get us killed.

Youth frequently discussed their feelings regarding discrimination that they felt was either prompted by political
rhetoric or directly stated by Donald Trump. In the following
excerpt from the same session as above, youth continued to
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discuss their discontent with the statements made by Donald
Trump regarding Latinos. Then youth related Trump’s rhetoric
to a situation in which a youth they knew from school was told
they were going to have to “go back to Mexico.” Most youth stated that they had experienced discrimination through hearing
individuals speaking negatively about Latinos, while one youth
stated that they had only heard discriminatory speech from
Donald Trump. This indicates that, for some youth, their first
experience of perceived ethnic/racial discrimination occurred
during this election. The youth from the younger group in the
session that occurred during the election shared in response to
the prompt, “What makes you who you are?”,
Facilitator: Is that the main reason you don’t like him
(Trump), because of the stuff he says about Latinos?
Samuel, Ivan, Felipe, and Lucas: Yeah.
Facilitator: Do other people say stuff like that or just him?
Samuel: Just him.
Ivan, Felipe, and Lucas: Other people.
Lucas: Didn’t you hear? A Latino was greeted, umm…at a
first class of school by, “Are you ready to go back to Mexico?”
Samuel: That’s just rude…mean.
Facilitator: You said that you never heard anybody except
for Donald Trump talk like that?
Samuel: Just Donald Trump.
Facilitator #2: So, Donald Trump was the first time you guys
have heard someone say something bad about Latinos?
Lola: Yes.
Facilitator: And what do you guys think?
Lola: That it’s not good…that he doesn’t like people who
aren’t American.

While youth frequently discussed pride related to their ethnic and racial identities throughout the prompts, youth also discussed difficulties related to perceived discrimination. In the
following excerpt, youth from the younger group discussed difficulties related to deportation and familial separation. Youth
in the younger group that occurred after the election began the
discussion by stating their feelings related to being Latino in
response to the prompt, “What does it mean to be Latino?”

126

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare
Mia: It’s fun.
Gabriela: It’s easy to be Latino. It makes me a star.
Natalia: It means a lot to my parents. I love it.
Luna: We get to be special and get to show people how to
talk Spanish.
Facilitator: Do you think being Latino is fun? Do you think
it’s easy?
Luna: No. I mean I think it’s hard because Trump is president.
Facilitator: Do you think it was easier before Trump
was elected?
All Participants: YES!!
Facilitator: So, what is he doing that makes it hard?
Gabriela: He’s making the wall even stronger, and he’s
sending the immigrants back. And if you were someone who
was born here like me and my brothers…My mom and dad
weren’t born here, so they would take them over there and
leave us alone here, or we would have to go over there.

Emotional Reactions to Discrimination
Youth not only described experiences of discrimination but
also discussed emotional reactions related to these experiences.
Youth expressed feelings of fear, anger, and powerlessness related to perceived discrimination. In the response to the prompt,
“What does it mean to be Latino?”, a 14-year-old female (born
in the contiguous United States, both parents born in Ecuador)
described her feelings related to the perception that she spoke
only Spanish based on her appearance alone: “I kind of feel annoyed, but then I understand them, because there are people
that don’t speak fluent English.”
Younger youth discussed expressions of anger related to
Donald Trump winning the presidential election. In response to
the prompt, “What makes you who you are?”, a younger youth
from the session that occurred during the election discussed
defacing a photo of Donald Trump. Samuel stated, “I had a Time
magazine of Donald Trump winning the election, and I scribbled…and I scribbled it, and then I ripped it. I literally ripped
it in a million pieces.” This behavior can be seen as a coping
strategy for dealing with feelings of powerlessness.
Youth also expressed feelings of fear related to deportation
prior to the outcome of the election. In the following excerpt,
youth discussed Trump’s potential win. The group collectively
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believed the outcome of Trump’s presidential win would mean
that all Latinos would be deported. While one youth stated that
they would voluntarily move to Mexico if Trump were elected,
another stated that they would attempt to stay in the United
States if they were threatened with deportation. This was illustrated when, in response to the prompt, “What makes you
who you are?”, a younger youth from the session that occurred
during the election stated,
Alma: I’m scared.
Facilitator: You’re scared? Why?
Alma: …We’re gonna have to leave if Donald Trump wins.
Violeta: I’m going to Mexico; I don’t even care if I have a passport.
Alma: I’m gonna try and sneak and see if I can stay in America.

Many youth discussed a range of emotions related to potential familial separation. This is seen in the following excerpt, when the younger youth in the second session discuss
fear, stress, anger, powerlessness, and hesitation to even leave
the house due to the perceived threat of separation. One youth
discussed that she felt a sense of powerlessness related to Donald Trump’s perception of Latinos. She stated that she felt his
perception was inaccurate, but also noted that he represented
America and she had no control over how she is perceived. This
is illustrated in the following excerpt, when younger youth in
the session after the election were discussing their feelings surrounding deportation in response to, “What are some changes
you want to see in the world?” (See Figure 2)
Mauro (referencing his painting): I said no more Trump.
Linda: He’s sending Latin families away for no reason,
just because he doesn’t like Latin families.
Facilitator: How does that make you guys feel?
Sandy: I get scared. Very scary actually!
Mauro: Angry.
Linda: Stressed
Joseph: More caution to go outside.
Facilitator: Do you worry about it a lot or a little?
Sandy: A lot.
Linda: It causes me a lot of stress and anxiety, not knowing
what he’s going to do next.
Joseph: We should send him back to his own country.
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Pauline: I don’t like that he represents America. He represents
all of us…like what he says is how we all feel, but that is not
the case in a large part of the country. Just the fact that that is
how the world sees us, and how we’re labeled like we support
the bad stuff that’s going on, and we don’t really have a say
over it.

Figure 2. Participant’s painting response to the question,
“What are some changes you want to see in the world?”

Youth in both age groups frequently discussed feelings of
powerlessness and a lack of control regarding politics due to
their age and inability to vote. A 12-year-old female youth (born
in the contiguous United States, both parents born in Brazil)
discussed feelings of powerlessness the day after the election in
response to the prompt, “What does it mean to be Latino?” She
discussed the amount of power over her future that the President might have:
My dad said at school the next day everybody came in so
sad…Our teacher really makes us think about it since he’s
[Trump’s] going to be our President for four years. At least
for me, he’s going to be the president for most of my teenage
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years, and he might even get reelected. So, he is going to be
like a big thing in our future and might decide some things in
our future and we might not have that much control.

Coping With Discrimination
Many youth expressed that they felt strongly that if they had
the ability to vote, the outcome of the election would have been
different. Youth frequently discussed a desire to participate in
the voting process, both at their current age and in the future.
These expressions indicate that youth feel that voting and political participation are effective manners of creating change. This
feeling was demonstrated when youth in the younger, predominately Spanish-speaking session that occurred during and after
the election responded to the prompt, “What makes you who
you are?”, with a discussion involving characteristics of people they admire. The youth guided the conversation to include
qualities that they do not value in individuals, and they began
talking about Donald Trump. The following excerpt from the
conversation illustrates how the outcome of the election might
influence a desire for youth to participate in civic engagement:
Ivan: I wish kids could vote because 75% of kids
would not vote for Donald Trump.
Facilitator: You wish kids could vote?
Ivan, Felipe, and Lucas: Yes.
Facilitator: Why do you want to vote?
Ivan: Because Hillary Clinton would win.

In addition to voting and political participation, youth discussed other ways to express their feelings related to powerlessness. In the following excerpt from the younger group session after the election, in response to the prompt, “What does
it mean to be Latino?”, two youth discuss fighting back against
perceived discrimination. One participant stated that she felt
helpless and could not fight against people who discriminated against her. Another participant recommended she utilize a
controlled response by relying on religious teachings to justify
not defending oneself against discrimination:

130

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare
Abril: You hate that people really love Trump and they make
fun of you. You want to fight back, but you can’t.
Facilitator: Why do you think you can’t?
Sofia: First of all, if you love God…God says even though
they are mean to you, you don’t have to fight back.

Confrontational means of coping were utilized frequently
among youth to combat discrimination. Youth discussed directly
confronting discrimination without involving adults or authority
figures. In one example among the group that occurred before
the election, in response to the prompt, “What makes you who
you are?”, one of the younger youth described standing up for
another student who was told to “go back to Mexico.” The youth
calmly confronted the individual and explained the inaccuracies
in his statement: “He said (name) has to go back to Mexico. I told
him, no, because I’m a US citizen and he is as well, so…”
While youth expressed feelings of powerlessness related to
the inability to vote, they discussed ways in which they felt empowered to share their feelings about the political climate. They
hoped that doing so could make effective change. During the
session that occurred after the election and in response to the
prompt, “What change do you want to see in the world?”, one
youth in the younger group stated that the use of social media
was a way to express her feelings about the President:
Alice: My mom shows me these videos on Facebook…these
kids say strong words on Facebook and make a video and
upload it up there, like strong words about Trump and all
that stuff.
Facilitator: You do YouTube. Would you want to do something like that? Make a video of what you think about Trump?
Alice: I would! And say, please stop doing this stuff; I had it
enough of you doing this. If I was, like, on real camera and
the whole place and the whole place and the whole United
States, the whole world was watching me say this, I would
say this to Trump’s face…

Some youth seemed to internalize discrimination as a way
of coping with exposure to ethnic discrimination. This manner
of coping is sometimes used as a way of managing feelings of
social exclusion by assigning fault related to political rhetoric
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to a certain population of that group: in this case, drug-dealing
Mexicans. This was illustrated when one of the younger youth
in the session that occurred after the election stated, in response
to the prompt, “What change do you want to see in the world?”,
There are some Mexicans that make Trump do this. It’s the
Mexicans’ fault. But some of them some aren’t innocent because they were hiding drugs…and Trump had enough of
this. So, some of those Mexicans made the country worse.

Discussion
The current political climate has included widespread
anti-immigrant and discriminatory rhetoric regarding the Latino population in the United States. Donald Trump’s presidential campaign frequently focused on anti-immigrant sentiment
targeting Latinos. Although this study was not designed to
measure the impact of the political rhetoric used in the presidential election on Latino youth, the timing of data collection
allowed us to understand the relationship between the political
climate and Latino youths’ perceptions of discrimination and
coping. The pertinence of the issue in the lives of the youth at
the time of data collection was reflected in the discussion of
discrimination and political rhetoric that was initiated by the
youth unprompted. In both sessions, youth not only painted
and discussed political topics, but they also appeared to have
a firm knowledge and awareness of anti-Latino and anti-immigrant political rhetoric that occurred during the election. This
knowledge was consistent in both the younger groups and the
older groups. Youth were particularly concerned with deportation and the potential that they might be separated from their
families, and they related the need to isolate from the outside
world to this fear—an isolation which could further harm the
Latino community. While youth reported experiences of discrimination in the painting sessions, less discrimination was
reported by the group of youth who completed the study 6
months after the presidential election. This decline in reported
experiences of discrimination may be because the rhetoric was
more pronounced in the months leading up to the election. This
decline also might reflect a normalizing of policy environments
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and the youths’ abilities to cope with the persistent anti-Latino
sentiment in the political arena.
Youth openly expressed feelings of fear and anger through
artwork and discussion with their peers. Younger youth often
identified discrimination as a form of bullying; they discussed
handling discrimination by fighting back in ways similar to
those one would use to defend against a bully, which is developmentally appropriate for this age group and in line with
Mellor’s confrontational response (2004). Youth also utilized the
self-control approach to discrimination by using their imaginations to respond to discrimination or to express their anger in
response to the political climate, which is beyond their control
(Mellor, 2004).
Youth discussed two main types of experiences of discrimination—discriminatory statements made by Donald Trump and
direct peer discrimination. Youth frequently reported using
direct confrontation as a response to peer discrimination, and
typically attempted to provide education to other youth regarding documentation statuses rather than becoming aggressive or
treating their peers disrespectfully. The use of direct confrontation as a response to discrimination indicates that youth are
displaying elements of psychological empowerment, as youth
believe they are knowledgeable with regard to the political climate and feel a sense of obligation to defend themselves and
other youth from discriminatory speech (Zimmerman, 1995).
Responses to indirect discrimination tended to vary. Patterns
in the younger group included using their imagination to respond to statements and contemplating using social media as a
platform to share their views. Youth also indicated a desire to become politically active when they reach voting age. Many youth
reported feeling frustrated because they were not able to vote.
While both controlled and confrontational approaches to
discrimination were utilized among the group, almost no instances of the defensive approach were noted among participants. One youth did specify that she felt such a fear of deportation due to the discriminatory political rhetoric that she felt
that she needed to be cautious about leaving her home. Reasons
for the lack of defensive responses could be because the defensive strategies utilize a more internal process that might not
come up in discussions, particularly with other peers present.
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Additionally, youth may be hesitant to disclose defensive responses to peers and facilitators as they are protective in nature.

Limitations
Despite the fact that this study contributes to the understanding of Latino youths’ responses to discrimination resulting from anti-immigrant and anti-Latino political rhetoric surrounding the 2016 presidential election, the results need to be
interpreted in light of the limitations of the study. Although
the timing of data collection allowed us to gain insight into the
Latino youths’ responses to the 2016 presidential election, this
study was not designed to assess these responses. For this reason, the timing of the two assessments are not evenly spaced
around the election and contain two different groups of youth.
The use of separate groups of youth to understand varying attitudes at distinct points of time potentially neglects the unique
characteristics that may account for any differences observed
over time. While the two groups do not appear to be dissimilar on key demographic characteristics, it is always a possibility that unique characteristics may account for differences observed when comparing two samples that were not randomly
assigned. Lastly, group facilitators did not specifically prompt
youth regarding political topics during discussions. Therefore,
all discussions regarding the election and current political rhetoric were directed by the youth; the study could have produced
richer content had discussion of the political climate been emphasized by the prompts.

Conclusion and Implications for Practice
This study provided timely insight into the manner in
which Latino youth perceive discriminatory political rhetoric
and how it may impact their mental health. The results suggest
that youth are keenly aware of messages conveyed in the political arena, display strong emotional reactions, and are able to
relate the larger macro discussion to interpersonal experiences of discrimination. Preventative interventions are needed to
help Latino youth cope when discrimination is persistent. Although thoroughly testing these dynamics is beyond the scope
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of this study, more research is needed to understand the role of
political and cultural rhetoric on Latino youth experiences of
discrimination, mental health, and their ability to maintain the
resources they need to cope.
The results of this study suggest that discriminatory political rhetoric can affect peer interactions of Latino youth, particularly in educational settings. Latino youth can benefit from the
support and acknowledgment of perceived discrimination and
the effects that it can have on youth, as well as the resulting behavioral effects of feeling targeted by others. Exploration of culturally relevant programs that can buffer some of the effects of
discriminatory language might be helpful for this population.
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